CHAPTER IV

DEATH: ARIEL SET FREE
(1928)

ON Christmas Day, 1925, Ellen Terry danced. On Christmas Day,
1926, Ellen Terry could not dance. She had caught cold in the absence
of the vigilant "Barney," who was snatching one of her brief holidays
from work more onerous than any one who has not ministered to an
imprisoned Ariel can conceive, and sat at the head of her table in the
despised little flat, shivering and coughing. Those who always suspected
her of play-acting when she said: "I feel so ill," and she had given excel-
lent performances of a sick woman in other days when she was in more
robust health, might not have been alarmed, but Edy, who could always
tell the difference between what was real and what was feigned in "I
feel so ill," was anxious, and persuaded her mother to go to bed before
we had come to the crackers. This time there was no mirth, nor music,
to draw Ellen Terry back to the Christmas board. The little company
dispersed silently at the news of a temperature, and other disquieting
symptoms. The sequel to that Christmas dinner has already been de-
scribed. Ellen Terry nearly made her final exit, then rallied, thanks to a
superb constitution and immense vitality, and returned for another scene,
a tragic scene, perhaps the most tragic in the whole drama. Four years
and more have passed since it was acted, yet the recollection of it still
appalls me. I could not re-create it in words without taking part in it,
dealing blows right and left. There was a horrid scuffle in the dark in the
year 1928 to win those three serene, sunlit months at Smallhythe before
Ellen Terry's death.
On Christmas Day, 1927, Ellen Terry could not dance. She was far
too weak. We had no lift to our flat in those days, but she had set her
heart on spending Christmas with Edy, and Edy got four ambulance
men from a hospital near by to carry her up the three long flights of steps.
Our party of the lonely ones was much smaller than in 1925 or 1926, but
Graham Robertson's turkey was as big as ever, Ellen Terry was gay, but
more restless than I had ever seen her. I had heard of the therapeutic
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